Our Nation Has a Reading Crisis

Watch the Reading Crisis Video

With more teachers trained in the
science of reading, we can solve this.
Your gift can have an outsize impact
on changing student lives.
Donate now to Boon’s nationwide
Donor-Funded Scholarship Program

Storyteller

Don M. Winn

The Books
The Sir Kaye Series
Raising a Child with
Dyslexia: What Every
Parent Needs to Know

In my experience, learning to read is the first
and most important step in every child’s education. Reading is one of the most important skills we learn. We first learn to read, and
then for the rest of our life we read to learn.
Learning to read well provides people with
opportunities that might otherwise not be
afforded to them.
For many dyslexics, however, including myself, trying to learn to read without effective
reading instruction leaves most of us behind
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like everyone was moving at a fast-forward
speed, and I couldn’t raise my hand and
say, “Stop! Slow down! I don’t get this! I
can’t keep up!”

educationally. In many cases, this causes
indelible social and emotional scars. I have
also come to realize that as a dyslexic, so
much more is needed beyond learning to
read. I have learned this through personal
experience.

Deep inside, I knew early on that there was
something very wrong with the way my
brain worked. Things went downhill from
there. I began to develop severe anxiety
as well as the stomach and digestive issues
that plague me to this day. In fact, every single school day, I would wake up with knots
in the pit of my stomach and anxiety that
made it very difficult to face the day. By the
time I finished my first year in the first grade,
anxiety and shame had become my constant
companions. These were compounded by
the fact that I was the only kid in my school
who flunked first grade and had to repeat it.

As a child, not only did I have trouble decoding the written word, but I also had several of
dyslexia’s sibling conditions, which complicated my educational needs greatly. It was
a perfect storm that caused most of my early
educational failures. It also highlighted the
failure of the American educational system,
especially when it came to reading instruction. And when I was a child, there was very
little recognition of—let alone attempts to
supply—the social and emotional support
that is critical for any child’s long-term success, but especially so for a dyslexic child.
I went to school in the sixties, when very little was understood about dyslexia or how
to help dyslexic students. I felt like a normal, happy kid until I entered first grade. I
liked to run, play, climb trees, ride my bike,
go exploring, and in general do all the stuff
the other kids in my neighborhood enjoyed doing.

their sounds—completely eluded me. So
did reading and writing my integers, holding a pencil the way the teacher wanted me
to hold it, following instructions that had
multiple steps or that involved directionality, and so much more.

But after starting first grade, my whole world
collapsed into itself, as if it had been sucked
into a giant wormhole from a sci-fi show. In
the space of a seven-hour school day, everything changed for me. I simply could not
figure out how to do the things the teacher
asked me to do.

I was trying my very hardest to comply, but
those efforts were not working. My brain
struggled to make sense of the fact that
everyone else in my class could do these
things with seeming ease and efficiency. I
didn’t understand why I could not. And that
terrified me.

Memorizing the alphabet, that long sequence of twenty-six unrelated letters—plus

I felt like a duck out of water—I didn’t belong, and I became very anxious. It was

The second time through first grade, I had
a special ed teacher, Mrs. Davis, who had
taken an extension course on dyslexia and
recognized my struggles. She invited my
parents and me over on a Saturday morning, put me in a quiet room with a bowl of
Cheetos, and met with my parents in another room. She discussed dyslexia with them
and told them she would give me one-onone time every day to help me with reading.
All I was told was that I had dyslexia and that
I would need extra help to read. My teachers never discussed it with me, and neither
did my parents, ever, so there was another
layer of shame. All I had was the label.
Though I didn’t have the words to describe
it at the time, I now realize that both the
speed with which information was presented in class and the manner in which it was

taught were not a match for my processing
abilities.
Today, thankfully, we have a much better
understanding of dyslexia: it impacts much
more than just reading, and it doesn’t go
away. And although my dyslexia was not
well understood at the time, the kindness,
patience, and one-on-one attention that
I received from Mrs. Davis helped me tremendously. I will always appreciate her efforts and help.

Everyone could do it but me.
Everyone. As a dyslexic with
dyscalculia, determining
left and right was never
automatic for me.
Once I had the dyslexic label, however,
the only thing that changed was that I now
spent an hour a day working on reading with
the special ed teacher. Even after all these
years, I still remember my one-on-one sessions with Mrs. Davis quite vividly. I remember Mrs. Davis opening a book that I liked
(mainly because it had a lot of pictures). The
first thing she did was to cover the pictures,
which startled me because I had always
gravitated to using the pictures to interpret
a story. Once the pictures were covered, she
would take a card and place it under a sentence so I could better focus on each word.
Then she would step me through each word,
identifying the syllables and helping me to
sound them out.
Unbeknownst to me, my parents, or the
teachers in my life, I also had dysgraphia
Continued on page 160
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Continued from page 91

when I should have done the opposite. And
my dyspraxia meant that I responded slowly
to instructions about how to coordinate my
movements.
The teacher shouted at me several times to
quit goofing off and finally kicked me in my
behind. I was so humiliated, but I was also
scared because I really was doing the best I
could. This was part of a long line of experiences that made me afraid that I would never be able to do what was expected of me,
no matter how hard I worked. As a child, I
was repeatedly confronted with my deficits, which became the foundation for my
long-held belief that I would never be able
to amount to anything. Several adults in my
life reinforced that belief for me by making
such statements as, “You’ll always be digging holes or sweeping floors for a living.”

(trouble writing), dyscalculia (trouble with
math, numbers, and learning/doing things
in sequence), and some dyspraxia (trouble
with coordination of muscle movements
needed for multiple tasks). Additionally, a
SPECT scan later in life helped me understand that I not only had the “normal” inherited type of dyslexia, but my situation was
complicated by “traumatic dyslexia” resulting from a traumatic brain injury.
One of the most distressing events of my elementary school years will serve to demonstrate the combined effect of the different
aspects of my dyslexia. It happened in my
second-grade gym class. We were practicing for a school event which involved my
entire class standing in a circle around a big
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parachute, turning to the right and left while
lifting and lowering the parachute in sync
with the 5th Dimension song, “Up, Up, and
Away.” As we practiced the choreography,
my teacher would call out instructions like,
“Go left! Up! Go right! Now down!”
Everyone could do it but me. Everyone. As
a dyslexic with dyscalculia, determining left
and right was never automatic for me. Each
time the teacher called out a direction, I had
to stop and think about which hand I wrote
with, because I knew that was my right hand,
but by the time I had finished these mental
computations, the class was already three or
four steps ahead. I lifted the parachute up
when I should have been lowering it, I stood
still for far too long, and I went left or right

If I had to pin down the one thing that created the most difficulty for me over the years,
it would be the lack of information available
to me that could have led to understanding, accepting, and coping with my dyslexia. My teachers never explained things to
me, probably because they didn’t understand it themselves, and my parents never
had a single discussion with me about what
was going on or what we could do about
it, and most importantly, there was no one
I could talk to about my fears, feelings, and
frustrations.

If I had to pin down the one
thing that created the most
difficulty for me over the years, it
would be the lack of information
available to me that could have
led to understanding, accepting,
and coping with my dyslexia.
help with tuition to a trade school through
the program, so I submitted myself to the
evaluation process.
My expectations were along the lines of
training in woodworking, metal fabrication,
or some other trade, but my caseworker
was astonished at the results of my testing.
I remember he said, “Why do you want to
go into a trade? You have real academic aptitude!” Although I had struggled mightily

After a very traumatic and difficult time in
public school, compounded by my parents’
divorce, I dropped out of high school. I ended up, thankfully, at the Texas Rehabilitation
Commission. I had heard that one could get
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with dyslexia in public school, and my dyslexia certainly hadn’t gone away, the testing process revealed I had a strong affinity for computers and the technical world.
So, at fifteen years of age, I became a college student.
I began my education in Austin, Texas, studying business and computer programming,
and later continued my education in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, where my dad lived. I worked in
the technical field for over thirty-five years,
first as a computer programmer, and finally
managing a team of computer professionals
for the State of Texas until my retirement a
few years ago.

About twelve years ago, my wife and I started a mutual mission to understand more
about dyslexia. We learned all we could
about current science, teaching methods,
genetic involvement, and emotional and educational techniques to help dyslexics cope
with the fallout of their condition. I began to
understand myself in a way I never had, and
now realized that I had a tribe. And although
my wife has a background in biochemistry,
psychology, and genetics, she was completely unaware of the breadth and scope
of the effects of dyslexia until we began our

162 VIM Volume 2

project. Having a supportive partner who
understands more fully how my dyslexia influences even small aspects of our day-today lives has made such a difference to me.
Parents can provide similar support for their
children with dyslexia. This often begins with
being aware of potential signs early in their
child’s life that might indicate dyslexia. Even
with all the advances in understanding dyslexia and the available science on the best
methods for teaching reading, there are still
way too many students that are not reading
at grade level. The only way to be certain
whether a child struggles to read because
of dyslexia is to get a professional evaluation for the child. Many parents also have no
idea what developmental markers indicate
the need for a conversation with their child’s
pediatrician about testing and diagnosis. I
strive to raise awareness of this so that parents know what to watch for and can get
help for their children as early as possible.
Telling a child’s pediatrician what they have
observed is a great place for parents to begin the process.
If it turns out that a child does have dyslexia, it is vital that parents fully educate themselves about their child’s challenges. Any accommodations made by the school district
are only a part of a program of effective support and remediation for the child’s dyslexia. The home environment must be tailored
to the child’s needs as well, because proper
dyslexia support involves much more than
simply learning to read.
For example, a dyslexia diagnosis can be
emotional—not just for a child—but for par-

ents as well. Seeing
their child struggle,
not knowing why, and
then getting a diagnosis of dyslexia brings
up a lot of feelings for
parents that can present challenges. Parents need to process
and cope with any
fear, sadness, frustration, grief, or other
strong feelings so as not to cue their child to
respond negatively to his or her diagnosis.
If mom and dad think the dyslexia diagnosis
is a tragedy that means their child won’t be
able to become a good reader or learner,
then that’s what the child will believe as well.
The way parents communicate with their
child about his or her challenges, the various strategies and coping skills the family
chooses to embrace, and the methods parents use to provide emotional support to the
child all fall under the umbrella of creating a
safe, loving home. Factors like these go a
long way toward helping a child with dyslexia grow and thrive long after they have
learned to read.
For myself, learning to read was a struggle.
Although I did not have the advantage of
multisensory explicit teaching methods that
are available to some today, I did learn to
read. It will never be an easy, automatic process for me, and I’ve learned to understand
that and make sure I have extra time when
needed. However, learning to read was just
the beginning. I needed to understand that
my difficulty with reading did not mean that

I wasn’t trying. I needed to understand for
myself how my particular version of dyslexia
impacted my life. I needed to know I was
not alone. I needed to have someone to talk
to, so I could express my feelings of shame
and isolation. I needed someone to see beyond my initial academic limitations, to believe I was a talented individual with unique
gifts, and to encourage me to pursue those
abilities. I needed someone in my life who
understood how hard I was working, appreciated that I was doing my best, and knew
what I went through on a daily basis.
I have those things now, but I did not have
them consistently when I was younger. So
this is my reminder to parents and educators, counselors and mentors, caretakers,
grandparents, and anyone else who plays a
role in the life of a child with dyslexia—learning to read is very important. But it is only
the beginning of what children with dyslexia
need in order to reach their full potential. n
Don M. Winn is an award-winning author,
keynote speaker, and dyslexia advocate. He
has written numerous articles about dyslexia
and providing help to kids with reading difficulties. His books include Raising a Child
with Dyslexia: What Every Parent Needs to
Know, (read an excerpt on page 72 of this
magazine), numerous picture books, and
the award-winning Sir Kaye the Boy Knight
series of medieval adventure chapter books,
ideal for capturing the imaginations of struggling readers (also available as audiobooks).
His dyslexia resources are available at www.
donwinn.com. Find him on Facebook and
Instagram or on LinkedIn.
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